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KNAPWEED SILAGE MAY CUT COSTS
By Suedee Galle 
News and Publications 
University of Montana
MISSOULA—
Rick Kelsey, a research associate professor of chemistry at the University of 
Montana, has discovered a way to make spotted knapweed into silage for cattle,. This 
is good news for ranchers v/ho lose money when the pesky weed infests their forage 
crops.
Knapweed, which belongs to the sunflower family, was brought to this country 
from Europe around the turn of the century. It was first found in Montana in the 
1920s in Ravalli county. It has spread throughout the state to some extent, but 
it is a major problem in western Montana.
Knapweed is one of the most persistent weeds in Montana because it has no 
natural diseases or insect enemies to restrain its growth. "There is nothing here to 
munch on it," Kelsey says.
Ranchers are losing over $4.5 million a year in lost forage to knapweed, 
according to Kelsey. If the weed continues to spread at the current rate, 34 
million acres could eventually be infested at a loss of over $155 million annually. That 
figure, he says,does not include harm to wildlife, recreation areas, or land values.
Kelsey came upon the silage-making process through research he has been doing 
on the plant for the last two years. The process begins when the weed is harvested 
at a certain moisture content. It is then chopped and packed into an airtight, 
oxygen-free container. The silage is ready after 21 days. "It is made and smells a 
lot like sauerkraut," he says.
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The process does not change the taste of knapweed but preserves it for the 
winter months. Cattle usually eat very little knapweed in the spring and summer 
months because they prefer the sweeter seasonal grasses. In the winter,
Kelsey says, animals are not so choosey.
To test whether cattle would eat the silage, Kelsey fed two cows a 
mixture of silage and hay for three days. By the fourth day, the cattle had aquired 
a taste for the silage and viere eating it freely.
Kelsey thinks the process will cut back on losses ranchers face when knapweed 
infests their fields and lowers productivity0 "It could make a ton of knapweed 
worth as much as a ton of hay," he says. "It may enable ranchers who cannot afford 
to spray the weed to cut a field that contains both grass and knapweed and turn it 
all into silage."
Kelsey stresses that though his discovery is important in the battle to 
control the weed, many factors keep it from being a total solution,, For one thing, 
knapweed cannot be harvested on steep hills or mountains, and it can only be harvested 
when the plant contains a certain amount of moisture.
He says that other methods of control such as spraying are not total solutions 
either. Spraying is expensive and has limited use on public land or near water. 
"Knapweed will be around for a long time and we need to learn to live with it."
But Kelsey thinks that research may eventually solve the problem. It bothers him 
that funds to study weeds are hard to come by when ranchers are losing so much 
money because of knapweed. He hopes that the gravity of the problem will generate 
support for studies that will lead to a solution.
Kelsey is applying for a grant under the Governor's Legacy program, which 
GoVo Ted Schwinden is proposing to the 1985 Legislature. The program would use 
natural-resource taxes to restore land and to research weed control„ If the funds
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come through, Kelsey says his department will be able to study the long-range 
effects of knapweed silage on cattle so that farmers may be able to use 
the silage by 1986„
Kelsey says that though he has no reason to believe knapweed will harm 
cattle or ruin the taste of meat, "We're not telling people to go out and make 
knapweed silage until we make thorough investigation of the long-term effects,,"
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